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Panamanian National Police have been unable to restore control in Darien province, which borders
Colombia, where assaults variously attributed to guerrillas, bandits, drug traffickers, and the US
government have taken place during the past 10 months. Two police officers and at least a dozen
civilians have been killed in the conflicts. In the most recent incident in February, police blamed the
death of three Colombians, killed in the village of La Bonga in neighboring San Blas province, on
members of the Colombian right-wing paramilitary force Autodefensas Campesinas de Cordoba
and Uraba (ACCU).
The group first moved into Panama searching for members of the left-wing guerrilla Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and its supporters (see NotiCen, 05/01/97, 07/17/97,
09/04/97, NotiSur, 12/19/97). Interior Minister Raul Montenegro said in September 1997 that the
attacks were being carried out by both the FARC and Autodefensas bands, and by a third group
made up of "dissidents" from the other two.
By the end of 1997, Panamanian and Colombian authorities agreed that the attacks were not
politically based but were acts of banditry. In the most brazen assault, a heavily armed band
estimated at 100 took over the Darien community of Boca de Cupe in mid-November, attacking
the police barracks and carrying off weapons. One police officer was killed and several others
wounded in the fray. Police identified the attackers as FARC dissidents who were possibly allied
with elements of Autodefensas forces.
Nevertheless, government officials issued conflicting assessments of the forces at work in the region.
Sosa suggested the Boca de Cupe assault was carried out by FARC guerrillas with the complicity of
local inhabitants. Police in Boca de Cupe had no timely information that might have allowed them
to thwart the attack, he said. However, other police sources later said they knew of the impending
attack four months before it happened.
Following the Boca de Cupe incident, speculation has grown that the government is holding
back information. Legislator Miguel Bush of the governing Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD) and several academic analysts accused the US of fomenting instability in Darien to give the
impression of a "narco-guerrilla" threat that must be contained by establishing the controversial
Centro Multilateral Antidrogas (CMA) in Panama. [Sources: Central America Update (Center for
International Policy), 09/13/97- 09/19/97; La Prensa (Panama), 11/20/97; El Siglo (Panama), 11/18/97,
11/21/97; Inter Press Service, 11/28/97; El Panama America, 11/17/97, 11/18/97, 11/20/97, 11/21/97,
11/25/97, 12/18/97, 02/02/98]
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